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The English water and sewerage companies have paid shareholders a total of £16.9 billion in 
dividends since 2010 to 2021 – an annual average of £1.4billion.   
Dividends paid out dipped in 2019, but rose again in 2020 to £1.4bn, in line with the average over 
the period. Figures for 2021 so far suggest another dip, to £0.5bn., but final figures for the year can 
be expected to be significantly higher. 
 This significantly reduces the money available for investment.  Dividends extracted by the 
companies’ shareholders since privatisation are equivalent to almost half (46%) of total capital 
expenditure: £57bn compared with £123bn (1991-2018, in 2018 prices). Figures from 2020 show this 
impact continues. 
These dividends have increased the cost of water and sewerage to consumers by an average of £62 
per household per year over the last 12 years – nearly £1.20 per week from every household in 
England. 
The promise of privatisation was that private shareholders would make the investments needed, but 
the reverse has happened. In 2019 the English companies had a total of £14.7 billion in shareholder 
equity on their balance sheets – less in value than the money they had put into the companies in 
1991.   
In reality, investments have been entirely financed from customer payments, almost every year. 
Investments have been paid for by consumers, and not involved any finance from shareholders. 
The companies have nevertheless borrowed large amounts of money, building up a large pile of debt 
and large annual bill for interest.  This debt has not been taken on to finance investment, but to 
finance the payment of dividends.  
The evidence from Scotland shows that public ownership by contrast can deliver more investment at 
a lower cost to consumers: “Scottish Water invested nearly 35% more per household since 2002 
(average £282 per household per year vs England’s £210 per year). Had the English companies 
invested at that rate, £28bn more could have gone into the infrastructure.” (Karol Yearwood 2018) 
And the public sector can raise money far more cheaply. It costs £2.1 billion per year more in 








This paper is published as a contribution to the debate around the Environment Bill in October 2021 
in relation to the widespread problem of sewage flooding in households and raw sewage pollution of 
rivers and coastal waters. It focuses on and updates data on the English private water and sewerage 
companies, in particular the scale of dividends paid. 
This paper reinforces the urgent need to radically change the system of privatised water and 
sewerage. Three general points should be made.   
A. Failed system of private ownership and undemocratic regulator 
200 years ago John Stuart Mill said natural monopolies such as water should be publicly owned, 
because private companies would exploit captive consumers by making excessive profits. The private 
English water companies have successfully demonstrated how right he was. 
They have also shown how to avoid effective public scrutiny by encouraging us to rely on a regulator.  
OFWAT is a classic example of a ‘captured’ regulator, supporting the interests of the companies it is 
supposed to regulate, rather than the public interest. It also escapes political supervision by being a 
‘non-ministerial government department’ - despite being staffed by over 200 civil servants.  
The system has failed badly as a public service if it takes an opposition amendment to force the 
government to take action on a major issue such as sewage flooding.  
B. Exaggerated costs of dealing with the problem 
The companies and the government argue that action to deal with sewage flooding would cost 
between £150bn and £650bn. These figures are apparently based on a guess at the cost of 
constructing a completely new, separate storm water drain system throughout England.   
Investment is certainly required in the many areas suffering from sewage flooding into homes or 
rivers, but this is far short of a new nationwide network.  If the private companies took this issue at 
all seriously, each of them should have a properly costed programme of specific measures.  
If the companies do not have such figures on such an important issue which has been a problem for 
decades, then the system – including the regulator - is failing to deliver its basic public function.  
C. Public ownership 
As it has done with rail, the government should find a way of bringing the water and sewerage 
systems back into public ownership under public authorities. As this paper shows, publicly owned 
systems – like Scottish Water – have a proven track record of higher investment and lower costs to 
consumers. 
No other country in the world has adopted the English system of private companies owning and 
running regional water and sanitation systems.  The overwhelming majority of the world – including 
the USA – runs water and sanitation services through the public sector. Only a small minority of 
cities – less than 10% - subcontract private companies to run water services, always on a fixed-term 
contract, and under the scrutiny of an elected public authority - and the trend is away from such 





2. Dividends extracted by private shareholders  
A. Dividends since 2010 
▪ the water and sewerage companies have paid shareholders a total of £16.9 billion in 
dividends since 2010 – an annual average of £1.4billion.  See chart below, and see 
annexe for full table.  
▪ the highest annual averages are for Anglian water (£557m. per year), United Utilities 
(£284 million per year) and Severn Trent (£223million per year)  
▪ dividends paid out dipped in 2019, but rose again in 2020 to £1.4bn, in line with the 
average over the period. Figures for 2021 so far suggest another dip, to £0.5bn., but final 
figures for the year can be expected to be significantly higher. 
Table/chart 1. Dividends paid by water and sewerage companies 2010-2021  
 
Source: Yearwood 2018, company annual reports 
 
B. Dividends since 1991, current values 
Companies have paid out dividends worth £61.8bn. (in 2021 prices) since privatisation in 1991: an 
average of £2billion per year.  
C. Dividends in relation to investments since 1991 
In total the shareholders of the water and sewerage companies extracted about £57 billion in 
dividends up to 2019 - about £2 billion per year. 
Dividends extracted by the companies’ shareholders since privatisation are equivalent to almost half 




















Table/chart 2. Dividends and capital expenditure 1991-2018 (£ 2018 prices) 
Water and sewerage 
companies England 
Total dividends paid  Total capital expenditure  
 £57.0 billion £123.2 billion 
 
The pattern varies from year to year and between companies. For example, in 2020: 
- United Utilities paid out £522m. in dividends, compared with capital expenditure of 
£617m., and £143m. for infrastructure renewal. (p. 52, 153) 
- Severn Trent paid £250m. in dividends, compared with £790m. in capital expenditure 
(p.35, 146) 
- Wessex Water paid dividends of £88m., compared with capital expenditure 
(including renewals) of £272m. (p.54) 
 
D. Cost to consumers:  
These dividends are money taken out of the water and sewerage companies by the owners.  They 
have increased the cost to consumers by an average of £62 per household per year over the last 12 
years – nearly £1.20 per week from every household in England. 









Cost per hh (£ 
annual ave 
2010-2021) 
Anglian 5177 431 3.3 132 
Northumbrian 1380 115 1.1 100 
Severn Trent 2317 193 3.7 53 
South West 1486 124 0.9 138 
Southern 902 75 2.0 38 
Thames 1912 159 5.0 32 
United Utilities 3080 257 3.1 83 
Wessex 1214 101 1.5 69 
Yorkshire 1391 116 2.3 50 
Total  16908 1409 22.8 62 








3. Who pays for investment? 
A. Failure to deliver the promise of private investment 
The main rationale offered for water privatisation in the 1980s was that private shareholders would 
inject the capital needed to make the costly investments necessary to improve the system. But they 
have not done so: money has been taken out, not put in.  
• The companies have invested no net additional shareholder funds (equity) since 
privatisation. In 2019 the English companies had a total of £14.7 billion in 
shareholder equity on their balance sheets – less than the £17.5billion they put into 
the companies in 1991.  The NAO chart shows this has been a long-term trend 
(yellow shows shareholder equity)  
• a large amount of debt has been borrowed. But the revenue from user charges 
covers capital expenditure - the debt has financed dividend payments. 
 
Table/chart 4. NAO chart 2015 of debt and equity on water company balance sheets 
 
 
B. Consumers pay for the investment 
Karol Yearwood’s analysis in 2018 showed that, in almost every year, investment has been entirely 
financed through the income from customers, usually with sufficient cash remaining to cover 





Table/chart 5. Operating cash flow covers capital expenditure of water companies 
 
Source: Yearwood 2018 
 
C. Debts built up to finance dividends not investment 
The companies have nevertheless borrowed large amounts of money, building up a large pile of debt 
and large annual bill for interest. 
The government wrote off all the debt of the water companies at privatisation, so the water 
companies were all debt-free in 1991. But the companies have borrowed more every year and now 
have debts of nearly £52 billion (£51.928m.).  
Interest payments on these debts cost £1.3 billion (net) in 2019. This is additional to the cost of 
dividends. 
Table/chart 6. Growth of company debt 1991-2019 
 
Source: Yearwood 2018 
D. Extra borrowing finances dividends 
This debt has not been required because of investment: all investment has been covered by 
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But the dividends paid every year have exceeded the cash available. So the debt has been taken on 
to finance the dividends each year.  
The chart shows how the level of new borrowing each year follows a similar pattern to the dividends 
paid out 
Table/chart 7. New borrowing and dividends paid 1991-2019 
 
Source: Yearwood 2018 
 
 
4. Public ownership: more investment at lower cost 
A. the evidence from Scotland 
The English water companies have invested about £140billion since 1991 (OFWAT) but the question 
is whether they have invested enough.  Comparison with Scottish Water, which is publicly owned, 
shows the public sector company has made a higher level investment, at lower cost to consumers. 
The private English water companies invest much less than Scottish Water on a per capita basis:  
• “Looking at regulatory capital investments, Scottish Water invested nearly 35% more 
per household since 2002 (average £282 per household per year vs England’s £210 
per year). Had the 10 English companies invested at that rate, £28bn more could 






















































































































Borrowing every year to pay dividends 1991-2019 £billion 




Table/chart 8. Capital expenditure per household, England and Scotland  
 
 
As well as investing more, Scottish Water charges its users about 14% less than the English 
companies, has reduced its level of debt since 2009, and does not pay out dividends. 
 
Table/chart 9. Water bills (private) England and (public) Scotland 1990-2018 
 
 
B. Savings from lower public sector interest costs 
▪ The cost of dividends, and interest rates on private company debt, is much higher than 
the public sector could deliver, because of low rates of borrowing available to the public 
sector.  
▪ Overall it costs £2.1 billion per year more for private dividends and interest than if the 
companies were in the public sector (using average dividends over last 13 years) 
▪ The average household is paying an extra £93 per year for these extra financing costs. 
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Table/chart 10. Financial costs of private vs public water in England: total and per household 


























        
Anglian Water  8773 680 7.8% 159 522 3.3 159 
Northumbrian Water 3629 262 7.2% 66 197 1.3 172 
Severn Trent Water 8798 402 4.6% 159 243 1.1 66 
Southern Water  5624 253 4.5% 102 151 3.7 168 
South West Water 2703 132 4.9% 49 83 0.9 42 
Thames Water  14476 479 3.3% 262 217 2.0 44 
United Utilities Water  9886 421 4.3% 179 243 5.0 79 
Wessex Water  2946 200 6.8% 53 147 3.1 100 
Yorkshire Water  5272 323 6.1% 95 228 1.5 98 
6 ‘water only’ cos: 4126 177 4.3% 75 102 - - 
TOTAL  66234 3332 5.0% 1199 2133 22.8 93 
Notes 
- Capital:  = Equity + net debt on company balance sheets £m. 2019 
- Dividends and interest = Ave dividend 2007-2019 (2018-2019 for WOCs) + net interest 2019 £m 






Annexe:  Dividends extracted 2010-2021 £millions and per household 
Data for all WASCs: from (a) KY data from company AR cash-flow reports from 2010 to 2018 (b) Armitage 1991-2009, plus (c ) DH data for 2019, 2020 and 2021from Ars 
Table/chart 11. Dividends paid out by WASCs 2010-2021  
 











per hh (£ 
ave 2010-
2021)  
Anglian 281 448 483 310 442 373 345 320 1943 68.0 67.8 96.3 5177 431 3.3 132 
Northumbrian 67 70 282 144 69 159 53 108 110 130.0 65.0 123.3 1380 115 1.1 100 
Severn Trent 161 171 160 323 186 198 197 190 197 225.1 244.0 64.0 2317 193 3.7 53 
South West 54 58 78 133 112 256 75 213 120 34.8 249.7 101.6 1486 124 0.9 138 
Southern 55 99 53 54 55 56 136 120 130 123.1 16.1 4.0 902 75 2.0 38 
Thames 308 271 280 231 209 170 82 157 55 60.0 56.5 32.9 1912 159 5.0 32 
United Utilities 243 226 209 224 238 249 259 263 267 375.6 522.3 4.6 3080 257 3.1 83 
Wessex 108 106 129 130 119 115 88 91 92 88.0 88.0 59.5 1214 101 1.5 69 
Yorkshire 211 47 63 257 166 94 91 139 89 79.5 110.0 45.2 1391 116 2.3 50 
Total 1489 1497 1737 1805 1595 1669 1326 1602 3003 1184 1419 531 16908 1409 22.8 62 







Annexe: companies try to conceal dividends 
• Anglian lead with the keep it in the group line, claiming that: “No dividends were 
paid by the company or out of the Anglian Water Services Financing Group for the 
year ended 31 March 2021 (2020: £67.8 million). No dividends were paid to the 
shareholders of Anglian Water Group Limited (AWGL), the ultimate parent company, 
in the year (2020: £nil).” (p. 176). It then refers to note 31 ‘for details of dividends 
declared after the end of the year’, where we find that “On 26 May 2021, the Board 
agreed to recommend a final dividend for 2020/21 of £96.3million” (p.219): a 40% 
increase over the previous year. 
• Northumbrian’s cash flow table shows no dividends paid during the year ending 
March 2021 and justifies this by saying that “no dividends were approved or paid 
during the year ended 31 March 2021”, but then adds: “After the balance sheet 
date, the Board approved the payment of a final dividend of £123.3m in respect of 
the year ended 31 March 2021.” (Note 8, page 130).  
 
• South West Water report payments of only £43.5m. in 2020-21 (p.145), but  
o this is deliberately misleading, as SWW admits: a table in an explanatory note 
includes a further £58.1m. ‘cumulative outperformance dividend’ which “the 
Company is obligated to pay, therefore £58.1m has been recognised as a 
transaction with owners during the year ended 31 March 2021.”   
o They have also innovated by paying themselves extra dividends out of 
customer rebates: “A dividend payment of £1.2m was made to Pennon 
Group Plc in October 2020 as part of the Watershare+ customer rebate 
scheme” (p.162) 
o Even these dividends so far probably underestimate the final result for 2021, 
as last year an extra “special dividend” of £130m. was paid after the ‘base’ 
dividend and the ‘cumulative outperformance dividend’.  
 
• Southern Water paid just £4m. in dividends to its immediate holding company SWSG 
during year ending 2021, but claim that (a) the dividend payment to SWSG just 
enables it to pay some of the £9.5m. interest it owes to  Southern Water – which for 
unexplained reasons has lent £130m to SWSG – and so “this dividend payment is 
instantly offset by a corresponding interest receipt from SWSG and is therefore 
immediately repaid to the company in a ‘dividend loop’, resulting in no net cash 
outflow for the company” (p.109)  (b) “no interest or dividends have been paid to 
investors” (p.117) because the ultimate parent group has decided not to take the 
money out of SWSG yet. 
 
• Thames Water also claims that it has paid £zero “to external shareholders” in 2021 
(p.6). It describes its dividends of £32.9m. to its immediate parent company as 
“dividends to service debt obligations” (p.6) – although unlike Southern Water this 




service debt obligations and working capital requirements of other companies within 
the wider Kemble Water Group. No distributions were paid to external shareholders 
of the group, who own shares in our ultimate parent company, Kemble Water 
Holdings Limited.” (p.55). It then goes further, claiming that “our external 
shareholders have supported the decision to not pay dividends in the four years to 
20202/21” (p.37), despite their own accounts recording the payment of a total of 
£204m. in dividends over that period.  
 
• United Utilities records £513.2m. ordinary dividends in 2020, but shows zero 
dividends in 2021. However, this does not mean no dividends will ultimately be paid, 
indeed the company states that it has simply been ‘deferred’; “the payment of the 
2020/21 ‘base’ dividend of 4 per cent (nominal) on the actual equity portion of the 
shadow regulatory capital value, would be deferred until prevailing uncertainties had 
been determined.” (p.21) 
 
• Wessex are relatively transparent, but contradictory: the dividends for 2021 are 
recorded as £59.5m. in the cash flow table (p.91) but only £50m in the notes (p.109) 
 
• Yorkshire also adopt the conceit that “During the year, the Board of Yorkshire Water 
has approved the payment of £45.2m in dividends” but “There were no dividends 
paid in the year for distribution to the ultimate shareholders”. 
